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This application claims the benefit of U. S. Provisional Application No. 60/163,065, filed 
on November 2, 1999. 

Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates to a method for locating information on the Internet, 
and more particularly, to a system and method for locating providers and/or products on 
short notice. 

Background of the Invention 

Advances in computer processing power and network communications have made 

information from a wide variety of sources available to users on computer networks. 

Computer networking allows network computer users to share information, software 

applications and hardware devices and internetworking enables a set of physical networks 

to be connected into a single network such as the Internet. Today, computers connected 

to the Internet have almost instant access to information stored in relatively distant 

regions. Moreover, computers connected to networks other than the Internet also have 

access to information stored on those networks. The World Wide Web (Web), a 

hypermedia system used on the Internet, enables hypertext linking, whereby documents 

automatically reference or link other documents located on connected computer networks 

around the world. Thus, users connected to the Internet have almost instant access to 
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information stored in relatively distant regions. 

A page of information on the Web may include references to other Web pages and 
may include a broad range of multimedia data including textual, graphical, audio, and 
animation information. Currently, Internet users retrieve information from the Internet, 
through the Web, by Visiting' a web site on a computer that is connected to the Internet. 

The web site is, in general terms, a server application that displays information 
stored on a network server computer. The web site accepts connections from client 
programs, such as Internet browser applications. Browser applications, such as Microsoft 
Explorer ™ or Netscape Internet Browser ™, allow Internet users to access information 
displayed on the web site. Most browser applications display information on computer 
screens and permit a user to navigate through the Web using a mouse. Like other 
network applications, Web browsing uses the client-server paradigm where state is 
maintained as an adjunct to the HTTP protocol. When given the Uniform Resource 
Locator (URL) of a document, the browser application becomes a client and it contacts a 
server application specified in the URL to request the document. After receiving the 
document from the server application, the browser application displays the document for 
the user. When the browser application interacts with the server application, the two 
applications follow the Hyper-Text Transport Protocol (HTTP). HTTP allows the 
browser application to request a specific article, which the server application then returns. 
To ensure that browser applications and server applications inter-operate unambiguously, 
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HTTP defines the exact format for requests sent from the browser application to the 
server application as well as the format of replies that the server application returns. 

As the number of physical networks connected to the Internet continues to grow, 
so too will the number of web sites that are accessible to Internet users and so too will 
5 commercial and other activity on the Internet. Providers of products and/or services use 
the Internet to offer better and faster services to members. For example, providers of 
health insurance enable their members to use the Internet to find medical providers within 
a specified geography area. Upon finding the desired medical provider, the member may 
sign up or set an appointment with the provider by traditional means, such as a telephone 
O 10 call, or through the Internet. Most medical providers schedule appointments in advance. 

y 

ff? Therefore, this method of finding medical providers is adequate for normal appointment 

fU scheduling. However, members who need to make an appointment on short notice may 

^ have a harder time finding a provider using this method. When the member obtains a list 

of providers within a specified area, the member has no way of determining which 
q 15 providers have opening slots in their schedule. The problem of finding a provider on 
short notice is even more acute for members who are outside of their normal provider 
network or in a distant and/or unfamiliar city. Moreover, for members travelling 
internationally, there may be communication problems with providers who speak 
different languages. 

20 Additionally, if a provider schedule opens up, for example through cancellation, 

the provider has no way of filling an appointment slot by finding members who are 
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seeking appointments on short notice. What is needed, therefore, is a system and method 
for enabling members and providers to obtain appointments on short notice. The system 
must also facilitate communications between members and providers speaking different 
languages. 

5 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to a system and method for quickly and 
conveniently using the Internet to locate information on electronically-linked groups of 
providers. The system includes a global database of on-line professionals and uses e- 
10 mail, transmissions on the Web, and/or fax communications to simultaneously contact 
m multiple providers to schedule an appointment for a member. 

It is an object of the invention to provide a system for allowing members or 
prospective members to simultaneously contact multiple providers to secure an 
appointment on short notice. The system also enables the provider to view or obtain 
\ 15 requests for appointments from members who the provider may not have previously met 
and/or served. 

It is another object of the invention to enable a facilitator to monitor 
communications exchanges between members and providers and to intervene directly if 
needed. The facilitator provides the means for the exchange to occur between the 
20 provider and the member and maintains information in the system. 
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It is another object of the invention to include a web application, a provider 
network, a facilitator, a database server, a web server, and a database. The web 
application includes a web site that facilitates system interaction. The provider network 
processes information provided by users of the system and the database stores 
information processed in the system. The database server maintains the database, as well 
as supplementary information that is necessary to run the system. 

It is another object of the invention to allow the member to specify a geographic 
location and other required criteria. 

It is another object of the invention for the provider network to provide, upon 
request from the member, a list of providers that meet the specified criteria, identify each 
provider's proximity to the member's location and to provide biographical information of 
each provider. 

It is another object of the invention to allow the member to select multiple 
providers from the list and submit the list of selected providers to the system. 

It is another object of the invention for the provider network to generate a 
notification for each selected provider in order for the provider to respond to the 
requested appointment. 

It is another object of the invention to communicate providers 1 responses to the 
member so that the member can confirm the appointment. 

It is an object of the present invention to provide different types of access with 
different rates to the system to members based on members 1 travelling frequency. The 



6 



l-WA: 1284133.1 



Attorney Docket No.: 44959-5001 

travelling member may purchase access to the system through appropriate agents, such as 
travel agents, hotels, and rental car companies and through a corresponding on-line web 
site. Additionally, the travelling member may purchase access in advance at a discount 
instead of at a premium rate on an as-needed basis during a trip. 

It is another object of the system to allow members and participating providers to 
access the web site from a variety of platforms, browsers, and modems. Moreover, 
members and/or participating providers without access to computers or the web may 
access the system through a telephone calling service. 

It is another object of the invention to provide different types of privileges for 
accessing data and different modes of operation and associated functionality to different 
levels of members. Members at all levels may access the system through an on-line web 
site, e-mail, telephone calls, faxes and/or other means. 

It is another object of the invention to provide a system for translating commonly 
used medical phrases and popular prescription drugs between multiple languages. The 
system may also translate prescription drugs into appropriate dosage and brand names as 
they may appear in different locations. 

Additional features and advantages of the invention will be set forth in the 
description that follows, and in part will be apparent from the description, or may be 
learned by practice of the invention. The objectives and advantages of the invention will 
be realized and attained by the system particularly pointed out in the written description 
and claims hereof as well as the appended drawings. 
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To achieve these and other advantages and in accordance with the purpose of the 
invention, as embodied and broadly described, the present invention provides a system 
for allowing users to simultaneously contact multiple providers to secure an appointment 
on short notice, the system comprising: a facilitator that sets up, mediates, and monitors 
communications between the providers and the users and intervenes directly if needed; a 
web application that includes a web site for facilitating interaction with the system; a 
provider network for processing information provided by users of the system; and a 
storage device for storing information processed by the system. 

The invention also provides a method for enabling a user to simultaneously 
contact multiple providers to secure an appointment on short notice, the method 
comprising the steps of: entering, by the user, at least one required criterion on a system 
web site; determining, by the system, each provider within a specified area that meets the 
required criterion and identifying each provider's proximity to the user's location; 
providing, by the system, a list of providers to the user; selecting, by the user, multiple 
providers from the list and submitting the selected multiple providers to the system; 
notifying, by the system, the selected providers; responding to the notification by each 
selected provider; displaying to the user, by the system, the responses from each selected 
provider; confirming, by the user, one response with one selected provider; and notifying, 
by the system, those providers whose responses were not accepted by the user. 

The invention also provides a method for enabling a facilitator to mediate 
communication exchanges between users and providers of a system that allows the users 
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to simultaneously contact multiple providers to secure an appointment on short notice, 
the method comprising the steps of: allowing the facilitator to view exchanges and 
histories of exchanges between users and providers; contacting the facilitator, by a user, 
to specify at least one required criterion for selecting a provider; determining, by the 
facilitator, each provider within a specified area that meets the at least one required 
criterion, identifying each provider's proximity to the user's location and providing a list 
of providers to the user; selecting, by the user, multiple providers from the list and 
submitting the selected multiple providers to the facilitator; notifying, by the facilitator, 
the selected multiple providers; responding, by the provider, to the notification; 
communicating, by the facilitator, the responses to the user; confirming, by the user, one 
response with one selected provider; and notifying, by the facilitator, those providers 
whose responses were not accepted by the user. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

The accompanying drawings, which are included to provide a further 
understanding of the invention and are incorporated in and constitute a part of this 
specification, illustrate embodiments of the invention that together with the description 
serve to explain the principles of the invention. 

In the drawings: 

Fig. 1 illustrates a computer network in which the inventive information system 
may be incorporated; 
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Fig. 2 illustrates the TCP/IP Layering Model Protocol used during 
communications between components on the computer network; 

Fig. 3 illustrates an inventive web-enabled information system for allowing 
remote access to an appointment scheduling system; 

Fig. 4 illustrates a main system menu which contains hyperlinks to other menus in 
the information system; and 

Fig. 5 illustrates the steps implemented by the inventive system. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

Reference will now be made in detail to the preferred embodiments of the present 
invention, examples of which are illustrated in the accompanying drawings. The present 
invention described below extends the functionality of the inventive system and method 
for locating providers over the Internet on short notice. 

Fig. 1 is an example of a local area network (LAN) 100 that is configured to 
utilize a non-repudiation protocol. LAN 100 comprises a server 102, four computer 
systems 104-1 10, and peripherals, such as printers and other devices 1 12, that may be 
shared by components on LAN 100. Computer systems 104-1 10 may serve as clients for 
server 102 and/or as clients and/or servers for each other and/or for other components 
connected to LAN 100. Components on LAN 100 are preferably connected together by 
cable media, for example copper or fiber-optic cable and the network topology may be a 
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token ring topology 114. It should be apparent to those of ordinary skill in the art that 
other media, for example, wireless media, such as optical and radio frequency, may also 
connect LAN 100 components. It should also be apparent that other network topologies, 
such as Ethernet, may be used. 
5 Data may be transferred between components on LAN 100 in packets, i.e., blocks 

of data that are individually transmitted over LAN 100. Routers 120, 122 create an 
expanded network by connecting LAN 100 to other computer networks, such as the 
Internet, other LANs or Wide Area Networks (WAN). Routers are hardware devices that 

o 

"J3 may include a conventional processor, memory, and separate I/O interface for each 
SI 

& 10 network to which it connects. Hence, components on the expanded network may share 

yj 

r B information and services with each other. In order for communications to occur between 

pis 

^ components of physically connected networks, all components on the expanded network 

«™ 

y, and the routers that connect them must adhere to a standard protocol. Computer 

b 

FU networks connected to the Internet and to other networks typically use TCP/IP Layering 
Q 15 Model Protocol. It should be noted that other internetworking protocols may be used. 

As illustrated in Fig. 2, TCP/IP Layering Model comprises an application layer or 
(Layer 5) 202, a transport layer or (Layer 4) 204, an Internet layer or (Layer 3) 206, a 
network interface layer or (Layer 2) 208, and a physical layer or (Layer 1)210. 
Application layer protocols 202 specify how each software application connected to the 
20 network uses the network. Transport layer protocols 204 specify how to ensure reliable 
transfer among complex protocols. Internet layer protocols 206 specify the format of 
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packets sent across the network as well as mechanisms used to forward packets from a 
computer through one or more routers to a final destination. Network interface layer 
protocols 208 specify how to organize data into frames and how a computer transmits 
frames over the network. Physical layer protocols 210 correspond to the basic network 
5 hardware. By using TCP/IP Layering model protocols, any component connected to the 
network can communicate with any other component connected directly or indirectly to 
one of the attached networks. 

Fig. 3 illustrates to a system 300 for allowing members or prospective members to 
simultaneously contact multiple providers to secure an appointment on short notice, 
p 10 System 300 also enables the provider to view or obtain requests for appointments from 
51 members who the provider may not have previously met and/or served. System 300 
fU further enables a facilitator 304 to monitor the communication exchanges between 

r* members and providers and to intervene directly if needed. Facilitator 304 is a body that 
P sets up and mediates all communications between members and providers. Facilitator 

o 

□ 15 304 provides the means for the exchange to occur between the provider and the member 
and maintains information in system 300. 

System 300 includes a web application 302, a provider network 312, facilitator 
304, a database server 308, a web server 310, and a database 306. The web application 
302 includes a web site that facilitates interaction between members, providers, facilitator 
20 304 and system 300. The web site also includes a list of common medical terms, phrases, 
and pharmaceuticals that are cross-referenced in multiple languages. Pharmaceuticals are 
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often manufactured under different names in different countries. Thus, the web site 
facilitates communications between members who are travelling internationally and 
providers in international countries. System 300 also facilitates communications by 
cross-referencing common terms and phrases. For example, if a member who does not 
speak Japanese has a toothache in Japan, the member may find the Japanese word for 
toothache on the web site in order to communicate with a provider and obtain care in 
Japan. Provider network 312 processes information provided by users of system 300 and 
database 306 stores information processed in system 300. Database 306 includes 
information about members, providers, insurance products and medical cases processed 

? 10 by system 300. Database server 308 maintains database 306 as well as supplemental 

j 

Sjj information, which is necessary to run the information system. An example of a database 
fU server used in the inventive system is a Windows NT™ Server system running Oracle 
Workgroup Server™ in a client-server mode of operation. The web server converts all 
HTTP -based requests addressed to the system to native commands for processing by the 
15 database server and uses information gathered from the server to dynamically generate 
HTML pages in response to the requests. The Web application may be based on a web 
application software, such as Oracle Web Application Server™ software, currently 
installed on the same server computer as the database server or other computer on the 
network. 

20 System 300 provides different types of access with different rates to members 

based on predetermined criteria, such as the members' travelling frequency. The 
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travelling member may purchase access to system 300 through appropriate agents, such 
as travel agents, hotels, and rental car companies and/or through a corresponding on-line 
web site. Additionally, the travelling member may purchase access in advance at a 
discount instead of at a premium rate on an as-needed basis during a trip. System 300 
also provides different types of privileges for accessing data and different modes of 
operations and associated functionality to different levels of members. Members at all 
levels may access system 300 through an on-line web site, e-mail, telephone calls, faxes 
and/or other means. 

Specifically in a preferred embodiment of the invention, when a member visits the 
web site, the member specifies a geographic location and other required criteria. For 
example, the member may specify what kind of specialist is required, the language that 
the member speaks, the date and time or range of times when an appointment is desired, 
or if the first available appointment is desired. System 300 uses a geo-locator tool to 
determine the longitude and latitude of each provider within a specified area. Provider 
network 312 provides a list of providers that meet the specified criteria and identifies 
each provider's proximity to the member's location. Additionally, provider network 312 
provides biographical information of each provider. For example, provider network 312 
provides the school(s) attended by each provider and professional accreditation and 
affiliation(s) of each provider. As is obvious to one skilled in the art, other information 
may be displayed, and are within the scope of the present invention. 

Upon viewing the list of providers, including the location and biographical 



1-WA:I284J33.1 



14 



Attorney Docket No.: 44959-5001 

information for each provider, the member may select multiple providers from the list. 
The member submits a list of selected providers to system 300 and provider network 312 
uses unique identifiers assigned to each provider to generate an e-mail message or a fax 
notification for each provider. As is apparent to one of ordinary skill in the art, other 
notification means may be used, and are within the scope of the present invention. 
System 300 transmits the notification to the provider's office. Upon receipt of the 
notification, the provider may visit the web site, enter an authentication code and respond 
to the requested appointment. For example, the provider may visit the web site, enter a 
user name and password, and offer an appointment for a specific date and time. 
Alternatively, the provider may fax a response to facilitator 304. The responses from the 
providers are stored in database 306 and at a predetermined time, provider network 312 
collates the responses and forwards them to the member. Alternatively, provider network 
312 collates the responses and at a later time when the member logs into the system with 
a username and password, the member is shown a list of all responses. Alternatively, 
provider network 312 may forward responses, through e-mail messages to the member, as 
the responses are entered into the system. The member may confirm a response from a 
provider directly with the provider's office or respond via clicking on a button, in system 
300, that is associated with the provider's response. Those providers' whose responses 
are not accepted by the member are notified by system 300. If the member accepts a 
response through system 300, the provider may confirm the appointment through the 
system, by sending a message to the member. 
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In a preferred embodiment of the invention, facilitator 304 is interested in 

ensuring that requests are answered in a timely fashion. Thus, facilitator 304 is allowed 

to view exchanges and histories of exchanges between members and providers. 

Specifically, facilitator, 304 checks that each request has been processed within a certain 

period of time. If a request has not been processed, an alert status is issued to a 

monitoring group and a member of the monitoring group directly intervenes by calling 

providers to set up an appointment or by calling the member and asking if the member 

wants to choose another set of providers. 

In an alternate embodiment, the member seeking an appointment contacts 

! 10 facilitator 304 directly. The member specifies the requirements for the specialist. 

Facilitator 304 uses system 300 to obtain a list of providers that meet the specified 

^ criteria and identifies each provider's proximity to the member's location. The member 

12 selects providers from the list and facilitator 304 sends a notification to each selected 

p] provider. Upon receipt of the notification, the provider may visit the web site or contact 
O 

p 15 facilitator 304 to respond to the requested appointment. Facilitator 304 communicates 
the response to the member. The member may confirm a response from a provider 
directly with the provider's office or through facilitator 304. Facilitator 304 notifies 
those providers whose responses are not accepted by the member. 

Additionally, if appointment times become available for a provider, due to 
20 cancellation, for example, the provider may log into system 300 and enter the available 
appointment times. Thereafter, when a member logs into system 300, the member may 
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view all providers with appointments available at a desired time. The member is also 
shown a list of providers without open appointments. The member selects a list of 
providers, with or without open appointments, and submits the list to system 300. It 
should be noted that it is more likely that the member will select providers with open 
appointment slots than those without. Provider network 312 generates a notification for 
each selected provider. System 300 transmits the notification to the provider's office. 
Upon receipt of the notification, the provider responds to the requested appointment. The 
responses from the providers are presented to the member. The member confirms a 
response from a provider and those providers' whose responses are not accepted by the 
member are notified by system 300. If the member accepts a response through system 
300, the provider may confirm the appointment through system 300, by sending a 
message to the member. 

Alternatively, when the provider enters available appointment times, system 300 
may provide a list of members seeking appointments at that time. The provider may then 
contact the member to schedule an appointment time. 

Fig. 4 illustrates a main menu for the inventive system. System is accessible 
through the main page on the Web by typing associated Uniform Resource Locator 
(URL). The URL connects a client browser to a host system through a default port of the 
web server. If confidential information is being transmitted between the client browser 
and the host system, a different port may be used so that the session may be held over 
secure Internet protocol, such as SSL. Upon accessing the main page, the users may 
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navigate through system 300 by using hyper links to other pages. Active components of 
the information system are organized around a highway metaphor, whereby signs lead to 
corresponding functionality according to the steps of the entire process. Members may 
interact with system 300 by browsing for information stored in the system, by entering 
new information into the system and by updating information in the system. 

Prior to using system 300, the provider must register with the system. 
Registration is a multiple step procedure, which requires the provider to first register a 
practice and then to register individual providers in the medical practice. Registration of 
the practice enables forward registration of practices for future partnerships. Information 
supplied during registration of the practice includes basic information about the practice, 
address information and optional registration of multiple offices. Facilitator 304 
performs activation of the registered practice after predefined contract agreements are 
ratified. Practices may also be set up non-electronically by the facilitator 304. 

An individual provider web page is used for registration of individual providers 
within system 300. The individual provider web page provides a detailed form for 
individual provider registration and includes professional information, office information 
and contact information. Facilitator 304 performs activation of registered providers after 
checking the correctness of the information supplied in the individual providers web page 
and after validating relationships for providers within the respective practice. Individual 
providers may also register non-electronically. As is obvious, all registration information 
may be updated through system 300 at a later date. 
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Fig. 5 illustrates the steps implemented in the present invention. In Step 5010, the 
providers register with system 300. In Step 5020, a member visits the web site and 
specifies a geographic location and other required criteria. In Step 5030, system 300 uses 
a geo-locator tool to determine the longitude and latitude of each provider within a 
specified location. In Step 5040, provider network 312 provides a list of providers that 
meet specified criteria and identifies each provider's proximity to the member's location. 
In Step 5050, upon viewing the list of providers, the member may select multiple 
providers from the list and submit the list of selected providers to system 300. In Step 
5060, provider network 312 uses unique identifiers assigned to each provider to generate 
a notification for each provider and system 300 transmits the notification to the 
provider's office. In Step 5070, upon receipt of the notification, the provider responds to 
the requested appointment. In Step 5080, the member is notified of the responses. In 
Step 5090, the member may confirm a response from a provider and those providers 
whose responses are not accepted by the member are notified. 

The foregoing description has been directed to specific embodiments of this 
invention. It will be apparent, however, that other variations and modifications may be 
made to the described embodiments, with the attainment of some or all of their 
advantages. Therefore, it is the object of the appended claims to cover all such variations 
and modifications as come within the true spirit and scope of the invention. 
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